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BOX 6.1
Children of Parents with Schizophrenia: Family History as a Risk Factor
The proportion of individuals with schizophrenia who marry is less than in the general population (25 to 47 percent for males and 39 to 82 percent for females), but the rate of reproduction among them has been increasing (from 58 percent of the general population rate in the 1930s to 70 percent in the 1960s), perhaps due to improvement in treatment (Erlenmeyer-Kimling et al., 1980) and to the remarkable diminution in the pattern of prolonged segregation by gender encountered during the era of long-term custodial care in public facilities.
The children of parents with schizophrenia are a high-risk group. First of all, they have an increased genetic vulnerability for schizophrenia. Second, their other parent is likely to have a mental disorder. The prevalence of assortative mating (i.e., the tendency of people to select as mates people with the same or similar characteristics) in schizophrenia has yet to be determined rigorously, but the best available data suggest it may be high. Rosenthal (1974) found that 58 percent of spouses of schizophrenic subjects themselves had a schizophrenic spectrum disorder. Fowler and Tsuang (1975), in a blind comparative study, found that 39 percent of spouses were psychiatrically disturbed, with alcoholism and personality disorders accounting for 70 percent of the problems. These additional disorders could have an additive effect on the genetic and/or psychosocial risk for the child. Third, capabilities of the schizophrenic parent to care adequately for the child may be adversely affected by the disorder, especially if the disorder is chronic and severe (Grunbaum and Gammeltoft, 1993).
Cohorts of children with at least one schizophrenic parent have been studied with a view toward understanding the premorbid state of this disorder and isolating factors that may either contribute to the onset of schizophrenia or serve as markers of children at high risk to express schizophrenia. Mednick and Silverton (1988) reviewed 22 studies in the literature and pointed out that the major logistical problem is the long time period between beginning to study the children and having them complete the risk period for developing the disorder.
Szatmari and Nagy (1990) reviewed the literature on children with schizophrenic parents and concluded that between 20 and 40 percent develop a mental disorder during their childhood, a rate that is very similar to that in children of parents with other mental disorders (Rutter and Quinton, 1984). Rarely, however, do these children develop childhood schizophrenia. Their adult outcome may be more influenced by genetic factors related to schizophrenia. Children who have two schizophrenic parents are at especially high risk (46 percent lifetime) for developing schizophrenia (Gottesman, 1991), but they are also at considerable risk for developing other mental disorders. (1991) Affective
